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Abstract 

The role played by innovative educational environments to support learning for the 21st 
century has attracted the interest of the OECD at the global governance level and at the 
national policy level internationally. This article draws on global, European and Australasian 
research and data from a qualitative study of consultation and participation in the 
development of Innovative and Flexible Learning Spaces in the New Zealand context. It 
focuses specifically on the role of parents, drawing data from relevant policies and 
documents, a parent questionnaire, and interviews of parents, architects and Ministry of 
Education (MOE) Delivery Managers, responsible for delivering large capital works projects. 
While the architect participants believe their bold designs are inspirational and promote new 
pedagogical styles, and positive relationships, some parents view these open-plan learning 
areas (and associated pedagogies) as needlessly experimental, placing the needs and 
education of their children at risk. Delivery Managers are focussed on seeing the projects to 
conclusion, on time and on budget. The critical analysis considers the findings in relation to 
the research question and reflects on the dual themes of innovation and risk. Further 
questions for research are suggested. 

Keywords 

Innovative Learning Environments, Parental participation, School architecture, Open-plan 
learning, Flexible Learning Space 

Introduction 

This article is framed by the question, ‘in what way are parents invited to participate in design 
planning processes, and how and what do they contribute to this process?’ This question was 
considered in interviews of selected parents, architects and property Delivery (project) 
Managers, and was embedded in a small-scale questionnaire completed by 44 parents. Its 
context is the growing manifestation of innovative educational facilities’ designs that take 
account of the increasing influence of digital technology, the changing dispositions, attitudes 
and learning behaviours of young people, and the consequent influence of these various 
developments on pedagogy. While the specific context of the research reported in this article 
is New Zealand, the published research underpinning this article shows that the subject of 
pedagogical change and innovation in education is widespread. The influence of the supra-
national OECD is shown, for example, in Portugal’s SSMP (Veloso et al., 2014) as much as it 
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was reflected by MOE policy in New Zealand in the period 2011-2018 (Author, 2017b). The 
intense interest in developing innovative educational facilities and concerns with changing 
teacher behaviours is reflected in research related to the Scandinavian region (Leiringer and 
Cardellino, 2011); Iceland (Sigurðardóttir and Hjartarson, 2016); and England (Mahony and 
Hextall, 2013; Tse et al. 2015; Woolner et al, 2012; Woolner et al., 2018). In Australia, the 
ILETC project (example, Imms, et al., 2017) has garnered significant international attention. 
This article also sheds light on the themes of innovative change and risk in the context of 
refurbished and newly-built schools, particularly from a parental perspective. It is developed 
from an exploratory study of consultation and participation in the (re)design of non-
traditional, flexible school and classroom designs, and associated changes in pedagogical 
practice in the New Zealand context. The research question posed in the first line of this 
introduction is based on one of the questions arising from the larger study. The New Zealand 
Ministry of Education (MOE) recognises the importance of consultation when establishing 
innovative learning environments1 (TKI, nd. (a), ‘Involve students’ and ‘Work with parents and 
whanau’2). In 2013, when its ILE building programme was beginning to gain traction, then 
Minister of Education, Hekia Parata, claimed that communities would ‘have a say’ in the 
development of new schools through their Establishment3 Boards (Parata, 2013). While this 
study is premised on the view that participation by community members (broadly 
understood) is positive (though not without pitfalls), evidence in the case of newly built 
schools in New Zealand contradicts, however, official discourse, as Establishment Boards fail 
to represent ‘the community’ by excluding key stakeholders such as the school leadership 
members, teachers, and students (Wells et al., 2018). In the case of school rebuilds, 
renovations and retrofits, evidence in this study indicates that substative consultation is 
absent, which is consistent with other evidence that community viewpoints and participation 
are minimised by those with power. Communities are hobbled by inadequate knowledge and 
understanding (Arnstein, 1969; Mutch, 2017). While the MOE participants (the Delivery 
Managers) in this study claimed the primacy of each school’s Education Brief (MOE, 2020b, 
‘Education Infrastructure Project Brief’) in the design process, other evidence suggests that 
bureaucratic priorities guide property planning rather than curricular and pedagogic ones 
(Mutch, 2017; Wells et al., 2018).  

Analysis of global, European, Australian and New Zealand contexts to questions of innovative 
change and community consultation indicate international commonalities and illuminate the 
point that policy travels.  

Learning and Pedagogy in (and for) the 21st Century 

Scholars, commentators, and teachers are by now accustomed to a schooling milieu that 
takes for granted ‘a complex apparatus of electronic screens and surfaces, technical 
infrastructure, computing hardware [and] software’ (Loveless and Williamson, 2013: 1), and 
accordingly, a reconceptualisation of schooling to reflect a digi-business future that replaces 

 
1 In this article, ‘Innovative Learning Environment’ will refer to the totality of a school built to innovative design 
and that is committed as a whole school to innovative practices; ‘Flexible Learning Environment’ will refer to 
the physical place of teaching and learning (the ‘classroom’). 
2 Māori term for family, including extended family.  
3 A MOE-appointed committee consisting of persons unrelated to the proposed school but that is considered a 
proxy for the (new) community. 
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the imaginary of the 9-5 factory. ‘That is to say that both schools and businesses now speak 
the same language of flexibility, modularization, componentization, competences profiles, 
soft performance, brainpower, [and] problem-solving’ (Loveless and Williamson, 2013: 39-
40). Educational facilities’ design increasingly embodies these principles, with developments 
in educational building design that are consistent with wider technological change and 
reformist trends in education that emphasise the critical need to better prepare school 
leavers for participation in a global ‘knowledge economy’ (Wells et al., 2018). 

The Centre for Educational Research and Innovation (CERI) of the Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation and Development (OECD), through its ongoing ‘Innovative Learning 
Environments’ (ILE) research programme has defined ILE as ‘an organic, holistic concept—an 
eco-system that includes the activity and the outcomes of the learning’ (OECD, 2013: 11). The 
‘place’ of learning has thus been refocussed to include the community, retirement villages, or 
local business experts, seeing students, teachers, outside experts, content, facilities and 
technologies in relation with each other (Dumont and Istance, 2010). The principles of 
learning identified by its ILE research (Dumont and Istance, 2010), while chiefly concerned 
with approaches to teaching and learning, are relevant to school design, particularly those 
promoting the presence and activity of students and ‘learning environments [that are] alive 
with the ‘buzz’ of collegial activity and learning’ (OECD, 2017: 23). These principles 
acknowledge that pedagogy has evolved, prompted in part by the influence of a global digital 
economy that requires 21st century schools to ensure that children and school-leavers acquire 
appropriate skills and dispositions, including ‘flexibility, creativity, problem-solving, 
innovation, collaboration, continuous improvement, risk-taking, entrepreneurship, and social 
responsibility’ (Loveless and Williamson, 2013: 40). This emphasis on educating for the 21st 
century has contributed to reassessments of the infrastructure supporting teaching and 
learning (Könings et al., 2017; Könings and McKenney, 2017). The shift to focussing on student 
and learner involvement in, and engagement with, the educational process (Oblinger, 2006; 
Radcliffe, 2008) has been influential in encouraging building design that will support greater 
student agency in the learning process (Wall, 2016).  

Design and Pedagogical Change 

Certain uses or purposes of a designated space may be obvious. Thus, the traditional 
classroom inclines towards a teacher presenting from the front (Dovey and Fisher, 2014; 
Fisher, 2005; Nair, 2014; UCISA, 2019), whereas a Flexible Learning Environment (FLS), 
featuring hubs with break-out spaces and other adjacent spaces enable a wider range of 
possible pedagogical modes (Dovey and Fisher, 2014; Fisher, 2005; Monahan, 2002). The 
design of innovative educational facilities convey the hope of their designers to provide 
spaces of learning that create possibilities for greater collaborative, project-based learning, 
while also supporting personalised, individual learning (Dovey and Fisher, 2014). For the 
design to function as intended will require the development of spatial competence on the 
part of users, and should that competence be developed, the spatial phenomenon will fulfil 
its intention. On this view then, designers are enablers of practice, by deliberately indicating 
uses to the occupants of the resulting built environment—what Monahan (2002) termed, 
‘built pedagogy’. From a design intention perspective then, educational facilities can be 
considered to educate more generally (UCISA, 2019), by implicitly communicating cultural 
messages (Veloso et al., 2014).   
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Therefore, building advancements in education facilities do not merely demonstrate 
advances in building technology, but represent the belief that the built learning environment 
matters, contributing to student well-being, teacher satisfaction and positive school culture 
(Moore and Lackney, 1993; Nair, 2014; Nair et al., 2013). School design should support 
members of a school community in feeling safe, motivated, valued and respected (Nair, 2014; 
Wall, 2016). Woolner et al. (2012) and Woolner et al. (2018) have warned, however, that 
there is not a linear relationship between building design and pedagogy, nor are pre-packaged 
‘off-the-shelf’ replacements for traditional practices available (Kokko & Hirsto, 2021). The 
complex links between material space and pedagogy highlighted by, for example, Charteris 
and Smardon (2018, 2019); Charteris et al. (2017); and Tondeur et al. (2017), are 
acknowledged by Woolner et al. (2018), who argue that less emphasis be placed on design, 
and more on pedagogies, such as collaborative learning and the development of an innovative 
school culture.  

Nonetheless, learning environments research has traditionally concentrated on tangible 
building elements rather than on teaching and learning (Blackmore et al., 2011) or the 
complex social practices that characterise learning environments (Woolner et al., 2018). 
Furthermore, the rise of innovatively designed school buildings and learning spaces has not 
been complemented by adequate or convincing research into their benefits for students 
(Byers, 2016; Byers et al., 2018; Imms, 2016; Imms et al., 2017; Young et al., 2020). Yet all the 
while, at public expense, bureaucrats, policy-makers and designers promote innovative 
school facilities’ design as a change agent, despite a paucity of research into the scholastic 
and social benefits of these designs. This (risky) commitment indicates that the question of 
the relationship between design, learning and pedagogy is not a neutral one (Veloso et al., 
2014). Furthermore, studies dating to the earlier period of ILE and FLS development in 
Australia bear out some of the fears expressed by parents, specifically regarding auditory 
overload (Mealings et al., 2015), and teachers struggling to manage multiple students 
engaged in multiple tasks in undefined space (Chapman et al., 2014). On the other hand, 
children sitting under desks and occupying various informal spaces, in somewhat clandestine 
style, can be interpreted as a form of agentic reterritorialisation of the space by student users 
(Chapman et al., 2014; Charteris et al., 2017). Clearly, for the users of (re)designed innovative 
learning spaces, there are challenges to confront and overcome, yet there are perceived 
benefits. The ILETC project (Imms et al., 2017) and Byers et al. (2018) have demonstrated that 
flexible, non-traditional spaces are instrumental in positively supporting changed teacher 
attitudes, student pedagogical practices, and learning, suggesting that there is significant 
value in balancing innovation and risk.            

Community Participation  

Given what has just been suggested, it comes as little surprise to find in the New Zealand 
context, the anecdotally-held view of some New Zealand parents is that the development of 
these non-traditional spaces and associated pedagogies are needless and experimental (see, 
for example Eder, 2018 and King, 2019).  Countering this view of reckless experimentation is 
the suggestion that the active participation of school communities in the processes of change 
is key to ensuring changed practice (Sigurðardóttir & Hjartarson, 2016; Woolner et al., 2012), 
and that bringing together a range of stakeholders in participatory design exercises can 
positively contribute to increasing mutual understanding (Könings et al., 2017), for instance 
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by clarifying why pedagogical shifts are required. Establishing a mutually-understood 
pedagogical vision in the design phase connects then with the suggestion that pedagogy and 
the learning environment be aligned (Dovey and Fisher, 2014; Könings et al., 2017; Nair, 2014; 
van Merriënboer et al., 2017). 

These studies echo the view that ‘bottom-up’, participatory approaches to design planning 
are desirable and successful (Cleveland and Fisher, 2014; Moore and Lackney, 1993). 
Blackmore et al. (2011) reviewed examples of research demonstrating the realisation of the 
value of participatory approaches, including families, students and teachers. These findings 
are endorsed by the literature reviewed by Leiringer and Cardellino (2011). In their 
Scandinavian case studies, they demonstrated examples of significant community 
consultation in the development of new schools, and more recently, a Special Issue of the 
European Journal of Education advocated broad-based participatory engagement by 
communities with the design of new learning environments (Könings and McKenney, 2017).  

The ambitious BSF programme, launched in 2003, aimed to rebuild and refurbish all 3500 
secondary schools in England between 2005 and 2020 (Tse et al., 2015). BSF was premised on 
the view that the pre-existing school building stock was unable to meet the needs of 21st 
century students, and that modernised building design would complement pedagogies 
focussed on student achievement (Mahony and Hextall, 2013). A notable feature of BSF, and 
of relevance to the study this article reports on, was the requirement that school 
communities, including students and teachers, would be widely involved and consulted 
through a process of educational visioning (Tse et al., 2015). The BSF programme was later 
shelved by the Conservative-led coalition government in 2010, following the James Review 
(Mahony and Hextall, 2013), due to its cost, and uncertain links between capital investment, 
building fabric and improved achievement outcomes (Mahony and Hextall, 2013). Also 
critiqued by the James Review was the vaunted consultation process, which was found to be 
complicated, time-consuming and ultimately made irrelevant by subsequent procurement 
processes, that negated the influence of schools and their wider communities (Tse et al., 
2015).    

Influenced by BSF and the work of the OECD, Portugal’s Secondary Schools Modernisation 
Programme (SSMP), launched in 2007, invested significantly in renovating 332 state 
secondary schools by 2015 (Veloso et al., 2014). SSMP too was based on a perceived link 
between the quality of school buildings and improved education practice. It aimed to 
encourage a shift to technology-rich, innovative teaching approaches, and to provide physical 
facilities that could cater to increasing student diversity. Veloso et al. (2014) note that, while 
participation is important, it may also fail to achieve consensus, thus undermining design 
decisions. Although SSMP specified the ‘buy-in’ of schools through a process of validating 
design changes, as it turned out, the participation of school communities in the SSMP project 
was variable, with limited participation by teachers, students and parents. In the main, 
‘participation’ was limited to school boards. For Veloso et al. (2014), the evidence ranged 
across collaboration, negotiation and resistance, including widespread involvement and 
ongoing relations with commissioned architects; the need to modify plans, requiring 
negotiation; and rejection, either by the school of the plans, or the architect of the school’s 
requests for changes (Veloso et al., 2014).  
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On the issue of community participation, Kim and Bryan (2017) distinguished community 
involvement in schools from the involvement of individual parents. It is necessary that 
community is emphasised, however, as schools often play critical roles in the lives of the 
communities they serve (Mutch, 2017), with many people in these communities sharing deep 
links to their local school. The experiences of many parents in typical school communities 
whose schools undergo significant changes do not necessarily cohere with the democratic 
ideal of consultation, discussion, education and negotiation (Heraud et al., 2019; Mutch, 
2017; Wells et al., 2018). Indeed, principles of social order and governmental control may 
potentially override any commitment to community voice (Heraud et al., 2019). As Wood 
(2019) notes, when the legitimacy of a building programme is taken for granted by those in 
authority, public debate is shifted, and even silenced. At a community level, the result may 
instead be a sense of disempowerment and even inferiority, often exacerbated by limited 
information.  

Arnstein’s model of ‘citizen participation’ (1969) sheds light on this kind of marginalisation, 
linking the concept to urban planning case studies in the United States of America, which 
frequently demonstrated the ‘have-nots’ being side-lined, and even duped, by those with 
power. Arnstein conceived a ladder metaphor, consisting of eight rungs, to display three 
approaches to participation: non-participation, tokenism and citizen power. The objective of 
the lowest two rungs, namely ‘manipulation’ and ‘therapy’ ‘is not to enable people to 
participate in planning or conducting programs, but to enable powerholders to ‘educate’ or 
‘cure’ the participants’ (1969: 217). Such expressions of power may well occur in schools 
considering major physical and pedagogical changes, where power is significant because of 
the significant expense to the public purse of providing school infrastructure. Therefore, the 
government (or other relevant authority) is the client and is arguably entitled to determine 
the direction and substance of the design and planning process.  

This perspective was challenged by Arnstein, for whom citizen participation requires the 
redistribution of power to the ‘have-nots’, so that those “presently excluded from the political 
and economic processes [are] deliberately included in the future” (1969: 216). While the 
collective voice of a community can effect change (Kim and Bryan, 2017), collective action 
requires networking, an option possibly closed off to community members contending with 
socio-economic barriers (Holcomb-McCoy and Bryan, 2010). These circumstances also act as 
barriers to attendance of public meetings, contributing to low turn-outs, which can defeat the 
power of  parents. Arnstein did acknowledge that the highest rung, ‘citizen control’ was 
aspirational rather than likely. More achievable are the two rungs below, namely ‘delegated 
power’ and ‘partnership’, affording citizens a major share of power and the right to hold 
planners and authorities to account. In reality, however, it is the rungs of ‘informing’ and 
‘consulting’ (what Arnstein referred to as ‘tokenism’) that may characterise community 
experience of participation in major projects affecting neighbourhoods. Is this bleak outlook 
confirmed when asking some questions concerning the role of community consultation and 
participation in the design of innovative facilities?         

The New Zealand context 

In the years preceding 2010, the New Zealand Ministry of Education (MOE) developed a 
learning studio pilot project (2012), subsequently committing itself to a building programme 
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to provide buildings designed to predetermined criteria (see Author, 2017b, for a critique). In 
2016, the MOE claimed a link between building fabric and student achievement (2016), and 
in the period leading up to 2017, it shared and actively promoted the OECD’s (2013) holistic 
view of innovative learning environments as an ecosystem (Author, 2017b). Since the election 
of a new government in November 2017, the language of ‘Modern Learning Environments’ 
(MLE), ‘Innovative Learning Environments’ (ILE) and ‘Flexible Learning Space’ (FLS) has largely 
disappeared4, replaced with the terminology of ‘Quality Learning Environments’ (QLE). The 
New Zealand MOE now echoes the concern of the current Labour government with 
‘wellbeing’: ‘the physical elements of a school support the delivery of its educational vision, 
[and] can contribute to meeting the diverse needs of learners and overall success and 
wellbeing at school’ (MOE, 2020a, ‘Designing learning environments’). The MOE continues 
nonetheless to recognise a relationship between teaching styles and classroom design 
(2020a), calling for a match between design and approaches to teaching and learning.  

The study 

The focus for this article falls on parents and caregivers (‘parents’, henceforth), and the nature 
of their inclusion in, or exclusion from, (re)design processes, seen through the perspectives 
of parents, architects and MOE officials. Parental voices are under-represented in New 
Zealand learning environments research, and, for that matter, so too are the voices of 
architects and the MOE, thus this article addresses a significant gap in learning environments 
research in New Zealand.   

Design and participants  

The study on which this article is based was designed as a small-scale qualitative study, 
requiring minimal resources. It was based on analysis of literature, policy and media articles, 
a limited parent questionnaire, and semi-structured interviews of purposively identified 
participants. The study participants were grouped as follows:  

parents and caregivers who have children currently or recently (in the past year) enrolled in 
schools that have retrofitted Flexible Learning Space (a ‘studio’ or ‘learning commons’ where 
students and teachers work); 

parents and caregivers who have children currently or recently (in the past year) enrolled in 
schools that were ‘new builds’, that is, established as Innovative Learning Environments (where 
the entire school consists of FLS, and was established as a self-consciously future-focussed 
school). 

Architects or designers who have been involved in the design of both classes of school, that is, 
retrofit projects and new build projects. 

MOE capital works officials   

  

 
4 Many of the links referenced in Author (2017b) refer to Ministry of Education website pages that have now 
simply been removed. It is as if the Ministry has erased its institutional memory.  



 8 

Table 1: Order and timing of participant interviews. 

Six architects responsible for designing multiple educational facilities in New Zealand; Aug 2018 – 
May 2019 

Four parents with children at refurbished schools Nov 2018 

Three parents with children at one ILE school Oct 2019 

Three MOE delivery managers5 and one senior MOE property official.    Mar 2020 

Data analysis 

Table 1 indicates the timing of the interviews over the period of the study. These were hour-
long (more or less) and digitally recorded. The transcriptions were inductively analysed to 
ensure openness to findings that were emerging from the field. This was important as the 
study encompassed the period from August 2018 to March 2020. Thematic coding followed 
Huberman et al. (2014). The coding framework consisted of elemental (or foundation) codes 
(descriptive labels, sound bites and process descriptions), and affective codes 
(values/attitudes/beliefs, and evaluative statements (Huberman et al., 2014). 

An anonymous parent Qualtrics questionnaire was developed and remained open to 2020. 
The intention was not to attract a large pool of respondents, so it was advertised only on a 
Facebook Group page that currently has 53 members 
(https://www.facebook.com/groups/324609028046681) in October 2018, and offered to 
parents at one ILE school in October 2019. It was re-advertised on the Facebook Group page 
in July 2020. The three invitations led to the survey being completed by 44 parents. The 
questionnaire provided both open and closed items enabling the respondents to make 
comments in relation to the open questions, while the closed questions required a multiple-
choice selection, using a Strongly Agree to Strongly Disagree scale. The intent was not to 
subject the data to statistical analysis, but rather to provide results that add rigour to the 
study, by triangulating findings and supporting the overall process of exploration, description, 
and explanation, directed towards theory building. The two open ended responses were 
included in the Nvivo analysis of interview data.  

Findings 

The question of community participation in the design planning processes of innovative, non-
traditional learning spaces and schools was explored from the perspectives of parents, 
architects, and MOE Delivery Managers. As may be expected, seventeen interviews across a 
range of participant categories yielded rich data that was analysed into themes pertinent to 
each participant group. The focus on consultation in the (re)design of educational 
architecture and associated pedagogies presupposes several questions, among these to do 
with justifications for change, with the process of change and with the results of change. Thus, 
for this article, findings are selected for their insight to the themes of change and community 
consultation. In discussion, I will reflect on how these findings illuminate innovation and risk. 

 

 
5 Employed by the MOE to manage the delivery of major school capital works from planning, through design, 
service and product procurement to completion of the project.  

https://www.facebook.com/groups/324609028046681
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Change 

The (re)design of schools to create flexible, open and multi-use space represents a significant 
change for many closely associated to schools, though the concept is not entirely novel, as 
‘open plan’ designs have been attempted in the past (Bennett and Hyland, 1979;  Cameron, 
1986; Cuban, 2004). The participants most enthusiastic about making these changes were the 
architects, and those parents who happen also to work in an ILE school. While these parents 
actively supported innovative approaches, they were, by virtue of their professional roles, 
able to share their insights gained from parents in their experience, whose attitude seems to 
suggest a guarded response to innovative changes in education. This response was echoed by 
the non-teacher parent participants, and survey respondents. ‘Change for the sake of change’ 
sums up the view of many, while a common argument (considered by some to be decisive), 
was the view that there is no research to support the changes: ‘There’s nothing 
demonstrating a real positive outcome for it. No purpose.’ While most parent participants 
accepted that reconfigured spatial dimensions may give rise to student experiences that suit 
some students, these changes do not suit all. From a parental perspective, students either 
‘love it or hate it’. Those most against the change were primarily concerned for special needs 
students experiencing sensory overload and the general overuse of digital technology in what 
they saw as large, chaotic environments that lack ordered seating. At the other end of the 
scale was the view that ‘the social development and collaboration [is] helping my child to feel 
happy and secure’ and a sense of students’ ‘belonging, not just to the school but to the 
spaces’. These latter perspectives contradict the view of some parents that it is impossible to 
have quality teacher-student relationships in FLS where teachers might not have a strong 
grasp on individual identities within their large classes.  

Of parents who responded to the questionnaire, 62% thought their children enjoyed having 
multiple teachers and 59% that their children enjoyed the collaborative opportunities offered 
by their FLS. The latter two parental responses confirm the view of the participant architects 
that modern school design should challenge the status quo by better reflecting the changing 
attitudes, expectations, and experiences of young people. Traditional schools, they 
suggested, are ‘institutional’ and preclude collaboration. The ‘tight fit’ designs of traditional 
schools make flexibility near-impossible, and costly to re-shape. Not only do traditional 
designs fail to recognise that teaching has changed, but their inflexible designs limit pedagogy 
to ‘stand and deliver’ approaches. Instead, ‘loose fit’ designs were suggested, as these enable 
teachers to ‘make worlds within the big world’. Such designs, they variously argued, privilege 
the presence of students, create community, improve relationships, and connect students 
with the cultural significance of a school’s locale.  
  
The participant architects saw their work as providing teachers the opportunity to re-set their 
pedagogies, and create opportunities for team and interdisciplinary teaching (Young et al., 
2020). Some parents suggested, however, that these design changes come at a cost to 
teachers, leading to greater work stress, with one reporting evidence of teachers erecting 
temporary enclosures, and being ‘deemed backward facing, [and] old-fashioned, [for failing 
to] get with the programme’. While the MOE participants did not overtly suggest that the 
traditional status quo be replaced, they shared an interest in how school facilities can be 
improved to positively support teachers in their work and the experience students have of 
school. They saw the potential to add value by enhancing the quality of the building fabric.  
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Community Consultation 

Reference to ‘community’ consultation may presuppose a unitary notion, however, the MOE 
participants, whose role includes stakeholder management, recognised that a school’s 
‘community’ should be broadly defined. Consequently, they reported that at each location, 
the appointed Delivery Manager must consider who may have an interest in the school. This 
includes cultural and sporting groups that use the school after hours, and the neighbours, 
even if they are not part of the school. In their responses, the architects delineated a range 
of groupings under the ‘community’ label, referencing the Establishment Board in new 
(greenfield sites) schools, the Board of Trustees (BOT)6 in established schools, the parent 
community and the students. The architects suggested they value time spent with the 
students, as this is sometimes the most valuable form of consultation. As a sidebar comment, 
both architects and MOE officials made particular reference to working with Māori 
communities, where care, cultural sensitivity and inclusion are critical aspects of the working 
relationship.  

While the MOE voice agreed in general terms that consultation can support wider acceptance 
of a project, these officials indicated wide consultation in most state school settings is, 
however, not always practical or feasible. From their professional and policy perspective, 
schools can influence the design of capital projects through the ‘Education Brief’ (MOE, 
2020b, ‘Education Infrastructure Project Brief’) that schools use to establish their pedagogical 
vision in the design phase. The MOE participants understood community consultation to 
occur through public meetings, questionnaires, BOT meetings, strategic planning meetings, 
and off-site visits of other schools by members of planning teams. The scope of services 
offered by the MOE to schools includes the option to facilitate consultation, but, in the 
experience of the MOE (and architect) participants, there is variable evidence of community 
consultation, as individual schools manage this process as they see fit. Both Delivery 
Managers and architects reported that where public meetings occur, these are frequently 
characterised by low turn-outs.   
 
This variability was echoed by the parent participants. Furthermore, the experience of all 
parent participants, whether aligned to the innovative concept or not, was of information 
sharing as a proxy for consultation, which, for some parent participants, fails to meet the 
standard they envisaged for their proper role as parents. The majority of those responding to 
the online questionnaire confirmed, in their experience, the lack of consultation in the design 
phase. Instead, 58% confirmed that the community was not invited to become involved in the 
design phase, nor did the architects seek regular community input. A greater number (69%) 
found that information sharing was the limit of their experience of consultation.     
 

The experience of the information-sharing and updating that stood in place of consultation 
and participation reported by parent participants (interview and questionnaire), included 
attendance at public meetings. Some participants reported difficulties in attending meetings 
due to family and work commitments, possibly contributing to the low meeting turn-outs 
mentioned by others. Those able to attend meetings recounted the overt communication of 
positive innovation narratives that elevated innovation and demonised the traditional. For 

 
6 In New Zealand state-schools, a committee of elected parent representatives. Also includes the principal, a 
teacher representative, and, in secondary schools, a student representative.  
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others, this narrative, presented like a ‘sales pitch’, was underpinned by the implicit and 
explicit message that not only was this direction in the best interests of the students but it 
was pre-decided. A number of parents (interview and questionnaire) communicated their 
sense that impending building developments at their school were MOE-enforced: ‘the plans 
were purely coming from Ministry of Education and the government and this was the plan, 
this is what’s approved, this is what will be built’ stated one, while a questionnaire respondent 
claimed, ‘I was also told funding for improvements was tied to it fitting with that modern 
learning philosophy.’ Consequently, many responded with a mixture of anger, frustration, and 
resignation at worst, or have taken a ‘wait and see’ approach at best.  
 
The MOE participants rejected the policy enforcement theory, and referred instead to the 
Education Brief, mentioned earlier. They acknowledged challenges in the ‘consultation’ 
process, suggesting  difficulties may stem from the unwillingness of parties to compromise, 
or to acknowledge the perspectives of others. For the most part, in the experience of the MOE 
participants in this study, consultation occurred mainly with a team, composed usually of the 
principal, senior leaders in the school and members of the Board of Trustees. Some architect 
participants reported that relationships with the BOT or steering committee could sometimes 
be challenging as ‘some of them think their voices are pretty important’, reflecting strong 
parental opinions, often not grounded in research or good argument. Most challenging for 
some architect participants are the public ‘stand-ups’ (required as part of their contract with 
the MOE), one in particular recalling an event that was ‘fraught, vicious and horrible’: ‘People 
[were] abusing me personally in public meetings’. Contrastingly, as a sidebar comment, those 
participants who had experience of working on kura7 projects reported these in generally 
favourable terms8. In these cases, the architects would usually meet the entire community, 
whose feedback may influence the final design. Interestingly, the architects’ attitude  to 
consulting with educators was lukewarm, primarily due to their perception that teachers are 
self-interested and lacking the skills required to adequately inform a design brief. A view was 
expressed within the architect group that the teaching staff and community are mere 
sojourners in the long life of a school, and therefore unlikely to (be able to) demonstrate a 
longitudinal vision. Besides, the ultimate commitment of the architects is to the paying client, 
namely the MOE. For their part, the MOE participants demonstrated a distinct avoidance of 
any time-consuming, overly reflective consultation processes, as these could result in project 
delays.   

Discussion 

In this discussion, I reflect on how the findings address the research question, and consider 
what these findings may say about innovation and risk. In the context of innovative 
educational facilities’ designs, I have sought an exploratory sense of parents’ participation in, 
and contribution to, the design planning processes. To do so, I sought the views of selected 
parents, architects and MOE Delivery Managers. The primary method of collection was semi-
structured interviews, supplemented by a small-scale questionnaire, completed by 44 
parents.  
 

 
7 A Māori community school. 
8 This study did not include Māori kura, which are schools of ‘special character’, integrated into the state 
system, but able to operate somewhat independently of the state school system. 
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Community Consultation 

It has been made evident in this article, that the concept of ‘community’ is a slippery one. In 
the larger study on which this article is based, the conceptualisation of ‘community 
consultation’ was intended to refer primarily to parents, teachers, and students, and while 
this article specifically focuses on parents, many participant responses made overlapping use 
of these sub-categories. The Delivery Managers, for example, folded neighbours and sport 
groups into their definitions of ‘community’. Intrinsic to the BSF and SSMP programmes was 
the active engagement of parents, students, and teachers, collaborating on a process of 
educational visioning and designing for the future educational needs of their schools (Tse et 
al., 2015; Veloso et al., 2014).    
 
What is significant, however the term may be defined, is the collective conceptualisation of 
community, a point made by Kim and Bryan (2017) and Mutch (2017). Thus, when thinking of 
‘parent community’, its collective voice and participation has greater significance and weight 
than the isolated or atomistic actions of individual parents. There was no evidence yielded by 
this small-scale, exploratory study to suggest, however, that the parent-participants saw 
themselves as members of a collective voice, speaking instead from the perspective of 
individual actors. Yet, if a parent community is to take on the mantle of citizen power 
suggested by Arnstein (1969), then its members need to be effective networkers (Holcomb-
McCoy and Bryan, 2010). The absence of evidence of collective response in the comments 
made by parent participants may help to explain their generally negative perceptions of their 
experiences of consultation process—as something done to them, rather than as anything 
they did. Despite researchers expressing a generally positive disposition towards the potential 
value of community consultation and participation in planning and designing new or 
improved school facilities (Cleveland and Fisher, 2014; Könings et al., 2017; Könings and 
McKenney, 2017; Moore and Lackney, 1993; Sigurðardóttir & Hjartarson, 2016; Woolner et 
al., 2012), the actual experience of communities (parents are rarely mentioned) is variable at 
best (Veloso et al., 2014) and somewhat negative at worst (Tse et al., 2015). These outcomes 
seem evident in the data presented in this article.    
          
The substantive experience of consultation as experienced by parents who took part in the 
study reported in this article—whether their own perspectives are positive or negative—
therefore resonates strongly with Arnstein’s (1969) ‘tokenistic’ rungs of ‘informing’ and 
‘consulting’. What counts as ‘consultation’ for participant parents who had experienced major 
retrofits, rebuilds or new builds of schools prior to this study, amounts to no more than 
‘receiving information’, delivered in meetings that are “turned into vehicles for one-way 
communication by the simple device of providing superficial information, discouraging 
questions, or giving irrelevant answers” (Arnstein, 1969: 219). At best, on the evidence 
obtained in this study, the local community is provided information and ‘kept in the loop’, but 
has little to offer in formulating the actual design of either facilities or programmes the 
facilities will offer. Instead, key decisions are limited to small committees, just as Veloso et al. 
(2014) found was the experience of the SSMP programme.    
 

Notably, comments from the participant architects suggest a hierarchy of significance, in 
which they show preference to working with students; have a somewhat dismissive attitude 
towards educators (mere sojourners more concerned with where the tote trays will stand); 
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and are wary of parents’ strong (uninformed and emotive) views. Furthermore, the views of 
the Delivery Managers, while acknowledging the role and place of the parent community in 
contributing to the planning and design process, suggested that their focus is on controlling 
the narrative and the process, to ensure that they are able to ‘get the job done on time and 
in budget’. The BSF evidence cited by Tse at al. (2015) indicates that active community 
participation breaks down at the nexus of service procurement, delivery and budget. 
Similarly, the evidence provided in this article points to an obvious conflict of interest 
between the paying client (the MOE) and the public being ‘served’. Arnstein (1969) 
demonstrated ably that on balance, the typical dynamics between the public and officialdom 
are seldom weighted in favour of the public being ‘served’.   

Innovation and Risk 

ILE educational facilities are designed as visually striking buildings, characterised by open, 
porous internal spaces, that encourage the flow or concentration of users. These structures 
may be labelled as ‘innovative’ as akin to ‘new’, ‘novel’ and even, ‘revolutionary’, though 
‘open plan’ designs are not new (Bennett and Hyland, 1979;  Cameron, 1986; Cuban, 2004). 
Accordingly, some parent participants held the view that ILE simply re-enact the discredited 
‘open-plan’ experiment of the 1960s and 1970s (mentioned too by Imms, 2016). These 
critiques are not compelling, however, as they ignore advances in building technology, digital 
technology and teachers’ pedagogy. Besides, amongst the architect and MOE participants, 
was a ready recognition of the limitations of ‘open barns’, a view echoed by Osborne (2019).   
 
The arguments put forward by the architects in this study that modern, flexible designs create 
opportunities to build relationships and community, and give students a sense of self-worth, 
resonate with various sources claiming that the plaza-style and large social spaces 
characteristic of innovative facilities design  can be a medium to encourage positive 
citizenship qualities (Nair, 2014; Nair et al., 2013) and create a sense of community (Leiringer 
and Cardellino, 2011; Tanner, 2009; UCISA, 2019). Claims by the architect participants that 
innovative design can enable pedagogical shifts are echoed in a range of literature (Dovey and 
Fisher, 2014; Fisher, 2005; Imms, et al., 2016; Nair, 2014; Tanner, 2009). In the New Zealand 
context, these claims have been supported by the MOE (MOE, 2011; TKI, nd. (b); Wall, 2016). 
In respect to the links between innovation and pedagogical change, there is, however, 
adequate research evidence challenging the view of there being a linear relationship between 
the two. Woolner et al. (2012) and Woolner et al. (2018) specifically warn against this view, 
whilst Sigurðardóttir & Hjartarson’s (2016) study of multiple schools suggested wide retention 
of traditional practices or defaulting back to those practices post-change implementation. 
Similarly, the SSMP study of Veloso et al. (2014) found that despite many positive outcomes 
arising from innovative change, teaching practices in schools retained their traditional basis. 
 
As the findings reported in this article suggest, the participant architects and those parents 
supportive of innovation, opined on the benefits they believed innovative learning space 
design, coupled with appropriate pedagogical approaches, could deliver to students. These 
views were, however, challenged by other parental comment. Around half of those parents 
who responded to the questionnaire reported concerns with declining concentration levels 
and stalled academic progress of their own children. Conversely, some questionnaire 
respondents recognised that flexible design features can create opportunities not otherwise 
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possible to support learning, such as the simultaneous presence of two, three or even four 
teachers. Yet for some parents, this feature in fact leads to relationships breaking down. 
Critical interview and questionnaire comment specifically expressed concerns for students 
with additional learning needs—a concern not noted in the research used in support of this 
article. Despite the small-scale nature of this study, there thus remains some room for doubt 
and scepticism, calling into question the risk associated with significant capital investment in 
buildings on the assumption that one of its benefits will be to have a positive influence on 
student outcomes, when there are simply too many other factors at play (Veloso et al., 2014; 
Wall, 2016). 

Conclusion 

The evidence presented in this article indicates that active parental participation in the 
process of planning for and designing major capital school redevelopments or new 
developments is unlikely for most parents, being limited, at best, to selected representatives 
on a school Board of Trustees. Further evidence indicates that, in the contexts under 
examination, parental participation is not always possible, or, at worst, is intentionally not 
sought. For the most part, parents’ experience is of attendance at public meetings, when 
information sharing and progress updates are a proxy for consultation. As Arnstein (1969) 
realised, ‘participation’ is frequently a ritual allowing officialdom to claim that consultation 
has occurred, yet while maintaining the status quo. Consequential outcomes of such 
avoidance or neglect of parental participation include the marginalisation of parents who feel 
dragooned into accepting changes to either facilities or pedagogical and learning practice they 
regard as negatively impactful on their children.  
 
Further questions remain, not only in the New Zealand context, but more generally. One of 
these questions is to apply the focussing question to teachers (and students). Another is to 
take seriously the view of the participant architects that teachers and parents have little of 
value to offer to a project that is required to have a life span of at least fifty years: are parents 
and teachers too self-interested to make a valid contribution to the design of new, flexible 
learning spaces and the pedagogical practices that will be enabled by these spaces? Is the 
added cost that consultation will add to planning justified by the potential benefits of 
consultation? What talents, skills and knowledge are required by parents, teachers and 
students to fully engage in educational design planning processes? There are doubtless other 
questions. It is notable that, among the European literature and examples reviewed for this 
article, there are instances of wide consultation processes, though many of these were linked 
to specific case studies. Of interest then is whether there are state or country-wide instances 
of broad-based consultation and participation processes in European settings or elsewhere. 
Finally, then, can consultation processes be mandated at a national level, or is consultation 
and participation in educational design bound to be deeply contextualised?           
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